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On May 15-16, 34 trade ministers from around the Americas met in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, for
their third conference since the Summit of the Americas in Miami, 1994. At the meeting, the
ministers were scheduled to announce the terms and conditions to begin formal negotiations on the
construction of the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). Nevertheless, major disagreements
particularly between the US and Brazil impeded progress at the conference, since the ministers
differ sharply over how quickly to negotiate and implement the FTAA.
Still, the participants did agree to resolve their differences by February 1998 at the latest, to pave the
way for the opening of formal FTAA talks at the next hemispheric presidential summit scheduled
for March 1998 in Santiago, Chile. Since last year, regional trade ministers and technical negotiators
have been haggling over the framework and agenda for the FTAA negotiations. The crux of the
debate is the pace at which to negotiate and implement hemispheric free-trade accords.
Although various proposals are under debate, the talks have essentially divided into two camps. On
the one hand, the US and its two partners in the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
are pushing for simultaneous, accelerated negotiations over all aspects of the FTAA to begin in 1998
and conclude no later than 2005, with preliminary implementation of some agreements to begin
even before negotiations conclude.
On the other hand, Brazil, backed by its three partners in the Southern Cone Common Market
(MERCOSUR) Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay is pushing for a much slower process. Under the
MERCOSUR proposal, talks would be broken into three phases from 1998-2005, and no accords
would be implemented until all aspects of the FTAA are completely negotiated (see NotiCen,
05/02/97).

Brazil takes a belligerent stance
By slowing the construction of the FTAA, Brazil, and to a lesser extent Argentina, hope to
consolidate their domination of trade in the southern cone and gain a much stronger foothold in
the markets of the Andean countries prior to the advent of hemispheric free trade. That would
allow them to compete better with the US and its NAFTA partners after 2005. Brazil is particularly
concerned about its mounting trade deficit, especially with the US, and is reluctant to open its
markets more until local industries are better prepared to compete. In 1996, the country registered
a global deficit of US$5.5 billion, and this year the government expects the deficit to widen to US$10
billion.
In 1994, Brazil had achieved an US$11.5 billion trade surplus, and officials largely attribute the
negative reversal to the rapid opening of its markets in recent years. In addition, the Brazilian
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government says the US has maintained an array of non-tariff barriers to trade that have given
US businesses major advantages over Brazilian exporters. A new study by Brazil's Foreign Trade
Foundation (FUNCEX) claims that adverse US regulations and controls-
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